This research focuses on the degree of work autonomy which IT self-employed workers enjoy. It relies on quantitative and qualitative data. We found that strategic autonomy (ability to choose one's work objectives) is linked to individual characteristics: education and expertise, whereas operational autonomy (ability to choose the adequate methods) is correlated to contextual factors such as the type of clients and the kind of contracts.
Introduction
In many industrialised countries, self-employment has become one of the main sources of new jobs (Moore and Mueller, 2002; Tal, 2008) , and it is expected that selfemployment will continue to develop in the coming years.
1 Indeed, organisational and individual strategies seem to converge in that direction, and the recent context of crisis might increase self-employment as firms cut regular jobs and resort to contracts. On the one hand, organisational boundaries are increasingly blurred (Robinson and Miner, 1996) while non-standard employment grows steadily (Tremblay, 2004; ; organisations in both the private and the public sectors call upon more and more subcontractors for specialised or general tasks (Lepak and Snell, 1999) . On the other hand, project management, a now common form of work organisation (Lepak and Snell, 1999) , lends itself easily to subcontracting. Subcontractors such as external consultants and selfemployed workers are often called upon to collaborate with permanent employees for the duration of a specific project (Ang and Slaughter, 2001 ). Diane-Gabrielle Tremblay (dgtrembl@teluq.uqam.ca) is Canada Research Chair on the SocioOrganisational Challenges of the Knowledge Economy and Director of the Community-University Research Alliance on Work-Life Balance over the Lifecourse. She is Professor of Labour Economics and HRM at the Télé-Université of l'Université du Québec à Montréal, Canada. Émilie Genin (emilie.genin@ umontreal.ca) is an invited professor in Human Resources Management at the École de relations industrielles, Université de Montréal. During this research she was postdoctoral researcher at the Canada Research Chair on the Socio-Organizational Challenges of the Knowledge Economy.
New Technology, Work and Employment 25:1 ISSN 0268-1072 Many authors view self-employment as a win-win solution for both individuals and organisations (Lepak and Snell, 1999; Inkson and Arthur, 2001) . It may be expected, therefore, that self-employment will become a widespread, run-of-the-mill working format in industrialised countries. Other researchers (Stanworth and Stanworth, 1997; Marler et al., 2002; Guest et al., 2006) , however, question the advantages of selfemployment and emphasise that the interdependent relationships between selfemployed workers and clients are complex (D'Amours and Crespo, 2004) . It is thus useful to study such work forms in more detail (Rogers, 2000) .
In order to shed some light on the relations between self-employed workers and their clients, we focused on the characteristics of autonomy of self-employed workers in the IT sector. The rise of subcontracting is a notable trend in the IT sector (Ang and Slaughter, 2001) , and Cappelli (2001) notes that the market for IT workers has been very tense in the past years. Businesses encounter personnel recruitment problems, and some can hardly offer competitive salaries to attract them. Many call on external suppliers as an alternative to the shortage of qualified personnel or to control their costs (Lepak and Snell, 1999) . It follows that contracting out IT services for specific projects has developed into a common practice over the past 15 years (Ang and Slaughter, 2001; Cappelli, 2001 ). Market demand is thus satisfied not only by large consulting firms but also by an increasing number of IT self-employed workers. For example, Ang and Slaughter (2001) estimate that the number of IT freelance workers in the USA has grown by 40 per cent between 1995 and 1998. Information and communication technologies (ICTs) in general is a sector in which self-employment has increased considerably.
Also to be noted, today's IT workers are often highly qualified (Ang and Slaughter, 2001; Cappelli, 2001) . Their worth on the labour market should provide them a real bargaining power with their clients and significant autonomy in the performance of their job (Lepak and Snell, 1999; Inkson and Arthur, 2001) . Nevertheless, other studies reveal a rather limited degree of autonomy, including for qualified self-employed workers (Stanworth and Stanworth, 1997) .
Consequently, the purpose of this article is to discuss the degree of autonomy that self-employed workers really enjoy. To do so, we used a research methodology that is both quantitative and qualitative. Our results highlight the links between individual and contextual factors and shed light on two facets of work autonomy (strategic and operational). But before, let us go over the definition of self-employment, the meaning of autonomy that is usually attached to this status, as well as the identification of various types of self-employment. According to legislation, 2 self-employed persons
• cover their own work-related expenses;
• assume the financial risks associated with their work;
• provide their own tools or equipment but are not obliged to perform the work themselves;
• may hire employees or other self-employed persons to do the job;
• may determine the location at which the work is to be carried out and the hours of work.
In other words, they are independent of their clients (Revenu Québec, 2007) . In spite of this alleged autonomy, practices are often different, and that is why it appeared interesting to research this issue of the work autonomy of self-employed workers. The next section presents a short review on work autonomy, and then we will see why this notion may have different meanings for different types of self-employed workers. Van Gelderen and Jansen (2006) note that a certain consensus has emerged around the general notion of autonomy, that is, the individual capacity to make one's own choices beyond the control of others. However, the concept of work autonomy remains polysemous, and a majority of authors agree that it is a multidimensional concept. Breaugh (1999) identifies three facets of the concept: work method autonomy (degree of choice individuals have regarding procedures/methods they use), work scheduling autonomy (extent to which workers feel they can control the scheduling/timing of their work activities) and criteria autonomy (extent to which workers can choose or modify the criteria used for evaluating their performance). Guérin et al. (1999) distinguish between strategic autonomy, which allows workers to choose their work objectives and goals, and operational autonomy, which authorises them to choose the adequate methods to resolve problems or to reach fixed targets.
The meaning of autonomy
Other authors prefer the notion of discretion to the concept of work autonomy (de Terssac, 1992; de Terssac and Maggi, 1996) . Indeed, discretion refers to the freedom of action through which workers may choose among different options, although in a constrained environment. The concept of discretion thus indicates that work autonomy is always limited by organisational constraints, which is consistent with the results of Janz et al. (1997) , who indicate that the interdependence between the members of a team is the first factor limiting work autonomy. Alvesson and Willmott (2002) use the term of micro-emancipation to define situations in which workers gain marginal autonomy. These micro-emancipations involve a slackening of organisational constraints but are accompanied by increased stress and job insecurity. For example, workers can benefit from more flexibility to define their working methods but have to respect strict quality and quantity parameters fixed by the organisation. Alvesson and Willmott (2002) and Willmott (1993) clearly insist on the limitations of work autonomy.
Where self-employed workers are concerned, the traditional employer-employee relationship is replaced by an interdependent relationship between a client and a supplier (Lepak and Snell, 1999) . Further, and in keeping with their qualifications and their worth on the market, independent IT contractors are often viewed as knowledge workers (Ang and Slaughter, 2001) . We would therefore expect that they would enjoy a substantial degree of work method autonomy and work scheduling autonomy (Breaugh, 1999) or operational autonomy (Guérin et al., 1999) . Moreover, their knowledge should also enable them to negotiate their goals and duties (strategic autonomy in Guérin et al., 1999) . However, recent research questions the benefits of self-employment in terms of flexibility and autonomy (Marler et al., 2002; Beaucage and Bellemare, 2007) . Consequently, it seems particularly interesting to investigate more in depth the notion of work autonomy among self-employed workers.
Various types of self-employed workers and degrees of autonomy
A number of authors underscore the necessity of distinguishing various groups of self-employed workers with respect to their qualifications and their worth on the labour market (Rogers, 2000; Marler et al., 2002) . Smeaton (2003) notes that the development of self-employment is generally associated with two opposite models: the optimistic portfolio model essentially concerns qualified professionals, and the pessimistic model of marginalisation is closer to the job insecurity of less qualified workers.
The portfolio model owes much to the knowledge economy (Castells, 2000) because knowledge is highly valued on the labour market. Given their scarcity and the worth of their knowledge, these workers would enjoy a beneficial negotiating position to deal with their job or service (Cappelli, 2001; Kunda et al., 2002) . In addition, they may negotiate valuable arrangements in terms of compensation and working conditions.
While some have reservations about IT workers being the archetype of the knowledge worker, numerous analogies can be drawn between the conditions prevalent in self-employment with that of knowledge workers in general (Donnely, 2006; Beaucage and Bellemare, 2007) , which again emphasises the blurring of boundaries in terms of job status. Consequently, the issue of the autonomy of self-employed workers questions the emergence of new work models, hybrid status, between independence and organisational constraints.
Indeed, the definition of 'knowledge work' remains vague. Fincham (2006) and Rose (2002) suggests that IT competence is not necessarily associated with power in organisations. Marks and Scholarios (2007) underline a polarisation in the profession based on qualifications. In the IT sector, the job market is shared by highly qualified individuals on one side-the knowledge workers-and a class of technicians more often assigned to execution tasks and not involved in design activities. Finally, Westenholz (2006) rejects the relevance of applying one model to understand the working conditions of temporary company-affiliated IT workers; she suggests that different models (precarious, free agent or professional) may be relevant for different aspects of their work.
In the same vein, other authors have examined boundaryless careers (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Inkson and Arthur, 2001) : freed from organisational constraints, knowledge workers should gain control over their professional destiny. Self-employed workers would be in a position to secure all the available opportunities in terms of flexibility, mobility and control over their activities (Lepak and Snell, 1999; Inkson and Arthur, 2001 ). Self-employment would give individuals and organisations added efficiency and productivity (Lepak and Snell, 1999; Inkson and Arthur, 2001) ; it would offer stimulating personal development and career opportunities (Bradley and Roberts, 2004; Peel and Inkson, 2004) .
One of the central elements of the portfolio model is therefore associated with selfdetermination and the resulting non-monetary benefits (Hamilton, 2000; Smeaton, 2003) . Other studies also show that the decision to start a business is often motivated by a thirst for self-reliance (Hamilton, 2000; Smeaton, 2003; Van Gelderen and Jansen, 2006) . Further, Beaucage and Bellemare (2007) assert that self-employed workers who are satisfied with their status are more attracted to autonomy and self-reliance in their work than dissatisfied self-employed workers. Loscocco (1997) examines the diversity of self-employment situations. In this study, all respondents whole-heartedly display their enthusiasm for the flexibility they enjoy as self-employed workers, especially with time issues. However, women indicate more often than men work-family balance as an outcome of such flexibility, which is not a surprise because research on self-employment often identifies situations and motivations specific to women (Boden, 1999; Felstead and Jewson, 2000; Heller Clain, 2000; Smeaton, 2003; Beaucage et al., 2004; Beaucage and Najem, 2006) .
Elsewhere, the portfolio model has been decisively challenged. Felstead et al. (2002) found that workplace flexibility represents a privilege for workers already occupying an advantageous position in the labour market.
Some work also shows that the self-employed workers enjoy more job satisfaction than salaried workers do (Blanchflower, 2000; Hundley, 2001; Parasuraman and Simmers, 2001 ). For Hundley (2001) , self-employed workers are more satisfied because their status provides them more flexibility and opportunities to develop their skills. Nevertheless, Guest et al. (2006) found no significant difference in the work satisfaction and stress level between self-employed and salaried workers.
In the IT sector, however, Ang and Slaughter (2001) show that where self-employed workers are indeed more satisfied with their jobs than wage earners, the supervisors generally trust them less. Mistrust towards self-employed workers leads clients to monitor them more closely and intensively. Paradoxically, there would be fewer controls on salaried employees than on self-employed workers! In order to enjoy the freedom and the autonomy inherent to self-employment, self-employed workers must have high levels of expertise and skills that are rare on the labour market (Marler et al., 2002) . Peel and Inkson (2004) contend that self-employed workers' independence is contingent on such factors as expertise, clients and market. Finally, Stanworth and Stanworth (1997) suggest that even qualified workers are sometimes drawn to self-employment because that is the only option available. The authors observe that some self-employed workers are extremely dependent on one or two major clients and that their autonomy and negotiating range is severely curtailed. Hyytinen and Ruuskanen (2007) found that Finnish self-employed workers' perception of independence is based essentially on the flexibility they enjoy in organising their work schedules. Average working hours, however, are 20 per cent longer than those of wage earners; further, the self-employed experience more stress and pressure. Their work impinges more often on their personal and leisure times. The authors therefore conclude that the time flexibility that self-employed workers enjoy comes at a price and that their independence must be assessed through the prism of resulting constraints.
Likewise, Evans et al. (2004) observed a definite distortion between the flexibility that IT self-employed workers claim to enjoy and what they make of it in practice. Indeed, IT self-employed workers make little use of the possibilities offered by independent work in terms of holidays and flexible schedules. They work long hours and their schedules are almost as rigid as those of salaried workers.
Three types of explanation are proposed to explain the phenomenon (Kunda et al., 2002; Evans et al., 2004) . First, self-employed workers accept all the contracts they are offered because they fear or anticipate periods of inactivity. Second, they are usually paid by the hour. They therefore tend to calculate the opportunity cost of the activities they cannot bill to a client. Finally, organisations often call them in periods of crisis. Their workload becomes very heavy; they must perform quickly, and this entails long working hours. The studies by Evans et al. (2004) and by Kunda et al. (2002) thus question the notion of flexibility that independent IT workers actually enjoy in terms of work schedule.
Various studies suggest that those relationships between self-employed workers and client organisations are far from simple (Marler et al., 2002) . Donnely (2006) argues that the interdependent relationships with clients-and the scope of the trade-off involved-remain rather undefined. Following the results of Marks and Scholarios (2007) and Westenholz (2006) , we can make the hypothesis that 'professionals' enjoy more autonomy than 'technicians'. We also assumed that the level of autonomy depends on the client (Peel and Inkson, 2004; Beaucage and Bellemare, 2007) . Consequently, our general hypothesis is that the work autonomy of IT self-employed workers depends on contextual factors (clients) and on personal factors (expertise and experience):
Hypothesis 1a: Professionals enjoy more work autonomy than technicians.
Hypothesis 1b: Work autonomy depends on the type of client.
Studying IT self-employed workers is doubly interesting. First of all, it questions the specificities of the IT sector, where the workforce is generally in high demand. On the one hand, we probe the leeway afforded to them within the complex set of relationships with clients, and on the other we shed light on the factors likely to affect their level of independence. To this end, we focus on strategic and operational autonomy of IT selfemployed workers, and we illustrate this with the example of the ability to choose their workplace. Indeed, a previous study had highlighted an acute distortion between the practices of IT independent workers and their expectations with respect to work location (Tremblay and Genin, 2007) .
Method
This research is part of an investigation conducted in collaboration with the Quebec Association of IT Freelance Workers (AQIII). The AQIII reports a 20 per cent average increase of its membership per annum since 2003, which confirms the rapid development of self-employment in the IT sector. Data were collected electronically in the spring of 2007. An email was sent to the 700 members of the professional association with a hyperlink to the online questionnaire. The number of participants in our investigation (116) represented 18 per cent of the association membership. We also conducted 10 semi-structured interviews with members of the association in order to gain a better understanding of the quantitative data.
Profile of respondents
A large majority of respondents were men (82 per cent). The percentage of women who participated (18 per cent) was larger than the percentage of female members of the association (11 per cent), and the respondents were relatively young: 71 per cent of them were aged 44 or younger and 53 per cent were between 35 and 44 years of age. More than 80 per cent of the respondents were living with a spouse or partner and 55 per cent with one or more dependent children. To a large extent, our respondents worked alone: 83 per cent had neither employees nor subcontractors. The average seniority in terms of self-employment was 7.5 years and the average professional experience in IT was 17 years. This means that most respondents had acquired extensive experience in IT before going on their own.
The questionnaire first established a general socio-demographic profile of individual participants. Respondents were asked questions on different aspects of their work autonomy: deadlines, outcomes, financial resources, workplace, holidays, equipment and tools, and work procedures and techniques. For each proposition they were asked how it was decided: by themselves, by the client or by negotiated terms and conditions.
In addition, participants were required to indicate the usual distribution of their workplaces (in hours per week) as well as the ideal distribution they aspired to; in an open-ended question, participants were required to explain the reasons for this preference. Regarding the specificity of self-employment, the enquiry included a trail of open-ended questions on work organisation, work arrangements and frequency of work from home.
We did a factor analysis of the seven aspects of work autonomy in order to summarise the information. Using the scores (regression method in SPSS) derived from the items that fall into the factors, we analysed the effects of contextual, individual and demographic variables on work autonomy. We conducted correlation analyses between the factors with gender, dependents' (one or more children under 12) age, status (single or couple), number of years as self-employed and number of years of experience in the IT sector.
Following our Hypothesis 1a we distinguished our respondents according to their qualification.
We coded 2 those with at least one completed university degree and 1 those without a university degree. The code 1 should thus correspond to 'technicians' and the code 2 to 'professionals'. We also conducted correlation analysis with the hourly rate charged by our respondents to get an idea on her or his level of expertise and experience. We also hypothesised that the level of autonomy depends on the client. Consequently we asked questions on the type of clients they worked with (big companies, small and medium size businesses (SMB), etc.). Finally respondents were asked how they were paid (by the hour or a fixed amount negotiated with the contract).
We also conducted semi-structured interviews with 10 members of the AQIII (7 men and 3 women aged between 33 and 55) in order to collect information, allowing a better interpretation of the quantitative data. All the interviews were recorded; transcripts were produced and coded with Nvivo. The interviews explored the following themes:
• respondents' socio-demographic profile; • career path, experience and current independent worker status; • control factors relating to work outcomes and to working times and workplaces; • questions on work autonomy perception, negotiations with clients and demands that were refused by clients.
The coding of individual respondents was structured as follows: gender, age, number of years as a self-employed worker.
Example: F, 50, 4 (female, 50 years old, self-employed for 4 years). Table 1 presents the results (in percentage) on work autonomy. With principal component analysis (see appendix), we found two factors summarising these aspects of work autonomy. These factors fit with the typology of Guérin et al. (1999) . The first factor corresponded to what Guérin et al. (1999) called strategic autonomy, that is, the ability to negotiate the deadlines, the outcomes and financial resources of the mandate. The second factor included what Breaugh (1999) called work scheduling autonomy and work method autonomy while Guérin et al. (1999) referred to operational autonomy. We therefore decided to call this factor operational autonomy; it is composed of the following items: workplace, holidays, equipment and tools, and work procedures.
Results
We conducted correlation analyses between organisational and individual variables and the degrees of strategic and operational autonomy (correlation coefficients for the two-tailed tests are presented in Table 2 ).
Strategic autonomy
We found that strategic autonomy was highly correlated to education (university degree) and to the hourly rate of our respondents regardless of age, gender or years of experience in IT. We can suppose the hourly rate reflects both qualification and expertise. Strategic autonomy was thus linked to individual characteristics: education and expertise. The interviews also indicated that the degree of strategic autonomy increased with the level of qualification and expertise:
The more you are specialised and have expertise, the more you will have security. It is an economic situation or a tendency in IT . . . I am in an expertise with a workforce shortage . . . To me, the most important autonomy is to be able to choose my clients, working environment and the project I am working on. I can do that now because of my expertise. (M, 40, 10) The differences in strategic autonomy reflected the dichotomy in the IT sector between technicians and professionals. In self-employment, technicians are contracted for a precise mandate with a relatively low degree of strategic autonomy whereas professionals tend to consider themselves as consultants with a higher degree of strategic autonomy:
I do not consider myself as a contractor but as a consultant; I want to explain the difference between the two. When you work as a contractor, you are paid by the hour, but as a consultant, time is not so important. You are here to propose solutions; you negotiate the objectives of your mission. . . . You can propose to extend or to reorient your mandate. (M, 42, 4) The different degrees of strategic autonomy may thus reflect the differences between 'technicians' and 'professionals'.
Operational autonomy
Operational autonomy was linked to contextual factors such as the percentage of SMEs as clients and the mode of payment (contract paid by the hour or for a fixed price).
Our respondents seemed to enjoy a greater degree of operational autonomy in SMEs than in big companies. In SMEs, they generally dealt directly with the chief executive, whereas in big companies, they had to deal with more hierarchical levels, which could explain why they enjoyed less operational autonomy. Another point to mention is that big companies had more formal rules than SMEs, and they tended to apply these rules to self-employed as well as salaried workers. For example, it was not uncommon that self-employed workers were denied the possibility to telework, or work from home, because no such provision was available to permanent employees. Moreover, big companies were often reluctant to allow more operational autonomy to self-employed workers because this could be interpreted as a privilege and create frustration among permanent employees:
When telework turns into a habit for employees, it will be easier for the consultants. . . . If telework is allowed for the consultants only, you can be sure that permanent employees will express their frustration. (M, 40, 7) *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). NS = Non significant.
Of course you have a better salary (than permanent employees) so you can't claim more. If permanent employees are denied telework, you're not getting it either! (F, 50, 4) Labour laws clearly state that the self-employed worker is not salaried. There should therefore be no relation between the work policy for wage earners and the conditions that apply to self-employed workers. Yet a number of organisations deny operational autonomy to self-employed workers, arguing that this would create frustration among employees. This inconsistency underlines the blurring of employment status between self-employed workers and wage earners and the porosity of organisational boundaries in terms of who belongs to the organisation and who does not. This permeability at the boundary has consequences not only on self-employed workers who finally accept to abide by the rules that govern wage earners but also on client organisations who are then confronted with a new type of human resources management problem: how to manage the frustrations and the differences between salaried workers and the increasing number of outside suppliers.
Technically, the status of the self-employed is not in a regulatory vacuum. Yet practices such as the independent workers' respect of organisational policies question the applicability of the pure independence model in a world of interdependence.
On the contrary, the interviews suggested that there were less formal rules in small companies, so it was easier for self-employed workers to negotiate operational autonomy.
The smaller the organisation, the less structured it is. (M, 44, 21) The mode of payment of the contract (paid by the hour or a total fixed price) was correlated to operational autonomy. Indeed, the percentage of hourly paid contracts was negatively linked to operational autonomy whereas the percentage of fixed price contracts was positively correlated to operational autonomy. Consequently, it seemed that hourly paid contracts tended to reduce operational autonomy, especially as concerns the choice of workplaces. If our respondents were paid by the hour, many clients denied them telework because they feared that self-employed workers would not perform all the working hours they were paid for. Clients apparently preferred to keep an eye on them. In the interviews, the question of trust between self-employed workers and clients came among the main reasons why operational autonomy was limited:
Actually, what they (clients) fear is that they'll pay for more than we work for! (M, 33, 8) There is a psychological barrier: will the person really work? Remote work scares them (clients) until a relationship based on trust has been established. (F, 35, 1) Therefore, it seemed that trust and visibility were essential to explain why selfemployed workers' operational autonomy was often limited, especially when work was paid by the hour. Indeed, when they were paid a fixed amount for the duration of the contract, it was easier for them to gain operational autonomy. The client was interested in the final product or service and much less in the way it was achieved.
Our results show that strategic and operational autonomies were correlated to different factors. Our general hypothesis-that the work autonomy of IT self-employed workers depends on contextual factors (clients) and on personal factors (expertise and experience)-is confirmed. Strategic autonomy was correlated to individual characteristics associated with qualification and expertise. On the other hand, operational autonomy was correlated to contextual factors (type of contract, type of client). Operational autonomy did not depend on individual characteristics but on contextual characteristics. Consequently, our respondents may be able to increase their operational autonomy by choosing their clients and promoting fixed-price contracts. Strategic autonomy, however, appeared easier to negotiate for a group of educated IT professionals with valuable expertise.
A limitation to operational autonomy: the choice of workplaces
This last section examines a particular limitation to operational autonomy: the choice of the workplace. As can be seen in Table 1 , the independence of IT selfemployed workers was highly constrained as concerns workplace. It was quite surprising because our respondents seemed to enjoy some freedom with respect to important aspects of their operational autonomy, for example, vacation periods or work procedures and technique. Choosing the workplace seemed to be the area in which IT self-employed workers were imposed the most limits to their independence.
As can be seen in Table 3 , the results of the questionnaire highlighted a very strong demand for telework. This demand often remained unanswered. When questioned on their preference in terms of workplace, most respondents stated that they should be given the possibility to work at home more often. The difference between actual and preferred workplaces was significant. On the average, respondents wished to work 17 hours and 36 minutes per week at home, 13 hours more than they were allowed. Also, for 46 per cent of the respondents, the workplace was determined by the client, 11 per cent decided by themselves, and 42 per cent negotiated the terms and conditions regarding their workplace.
Respondents were often compelled to abide by the clients' requirements with regard to the distribution of workplaces. This lack of operational autonomy regarding the choice of the workplace was surprising. First, in order to increase their control over the allocation of their time, IT self-employed workers expected to be able to take advantage of the potential offered by ICTs. And second, the unsatisfied demand for telework implicitly questioned the interdependence between self-employed workers and their clients. Consequently, the choice of workplace appears to constitute an important issue.
When asked why they encountered problems with telework in spite of the relevant legal provision allowing them to 'determine the location at which the work is to be carried out and the hours of work', our respondents said their clients put forward technical issues: data security and unavailability of remote access. Although technical reasons were most frequently cited, some IT self-employed workers questioned its relevance and suspected that clients required their presence at the office mainly to control them as they do for regular employees. Other reasons to refuse telework were the client's mistrust, the absence of organisational policies and finally the nature of the work to be done. There was nevertheless one outstanding element among the reasons mentioned to explain the refusal of telework, and that was the dependence between the self-employed workers and their clients. This means that the workforce shortage in IT is beneficial to independent workers, but even in this context, they cannot afford to ignore their clients' requirements regarding work location and the clients often want to have them on site because of the interdependence of tasks. 
Discussion
The results of this research are a contribution to the study of self-employment in the IT sector. We found that strategic autonomy (i.e. the ability to choose or negotiate one's work objectives, deadlines and financial aspects) was linked to individual factors, education and expertise, whereas operational autonomy (the ability to choose work techniques and procedures, workplace, periods of holidays, equipment and tools) was correlated to contextual factors such as the type of clients and the kind of contracts. Surprisingly, it was in the choice and determination of the work location that IT workers had the most constraints because of clients' requirements. For a majority of respondents, the ideal distribution of work locations would be 50-50 between the clients' office and telework. Yet our results indicated that IT self-employed workers performed only a few hours work per week from their home, even if they would have liked to do more.
This study thus highlighted constraints imposed on the autonomy of IT selfemployed workers. The strategic autonomy of the less qualified IT self-employed workers was limited by individual factors (lack of specific qualification and expertise). On the other hand, operational autonomy was contingent on the client and the type of contract. These findings are consistent with those of Marler et al. (2002) and those of Peel and Inkson (2004) , who identified expertise and clients as key factors that influence the working conditions of the self-employed. In line with the dichotomy of Marks and Scholarios (2007) , we found a polarisation of IT selfemployed workers between 'professionals', who enjoy a greater degree of strategic autonomy, and 'technicians' with a lower degree of strategic autonomy. However, this dichotomy was less clear as concerns operational autonomy, which tends to give support to Westenholz's (2006) proposition: different models (precarious, free agent or professional) may be relevant for different aspects of working conditions for the IT self-employed. In this particular case, different models may be relevant for different aspects of work autonomy.
Our results question the scope of work autonomy, including that of self-employed workers, and leads us to support the use of the concept of discretion (de Terssac and Maggi 1996) . Self-employed IT workers negotiate their work autonomy in a discretionary context made of constraints and discussions with their clients. The interdependent relationships thus shaped between self-employed workers and clients highlight the weaknesses of the portfolio-or purely independent model (Smeaton, 2003; D'Amours and Crespo, 2004) . This tends to reinforce the hypothesis of a blurring of organisational boundaries (Robinson and Miner, 1996) . The findings also support the analyses pointing to hybrid forms of employment. Moreover, the strong demand for telework, considered part of operational autonomy, is the source of individual and social challenges. Where IT self-employed workers are concerned, it is not so much for lack of desire of the self-employed to use telework but for the technical, organisational and cultural issues put forward by the clients that telework is refused or difficult to access. Accordingly, an interesting line for further research could be to examine the strategies developed by self-employed workers in their negotiations for more appropriate workplace arrangements.
Our quantitative results present a very acceptable external validity with respect to the reference population, the members of the AQIII, but the qualitative results do not permit generalisation at this point, although they offer interesting insights for future research. It would therefore be interesting to extend the research into a longitudinal survey of the same population and observe how the strategic and operational dimensions of autonomy evolve. Finally, a similar study of other groups of self-employed workers would undeniably produce interesting results given the heterogeneity of the self-employed population. Nevertheless, let us mention that the shortage of IT workers in many places, including in our study, is a contextual factor that should be taken into consideration to assess the overall degree of the work autonomy of IT self-employed workers, especially in international comparisons. 
